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This month the Senate is expected to act on a bill which would affect an estimated 500,000
Salvadorans currently residing in the US illegally. The proposed legislation would grant
Salvadorans and Nicaraguans a two-year deportation reprieve while the General Accounting
Office and congressional committees investigate conditions in the two countries. The number of
Salvadorans residing in the Washington DC area is estimated at nearly 120,000. In the District itself,
the Salvadoran population grew from 30,000 to 85,000 since 1980. According to the DC Office of
Latino Affairs, Washington is now the only city in the US where Salvadorans account for a majority
of the Hispanic community. Sen. Dennis DeConcini (D-Ariz.) has introduced the bill in the Senate,
and Rep. Joe Moakley (D-Mass.) in the House. The House version passed during the summer by
a wide margin. The Senate vote is expected to be much closer. DeConcini has stated that the US,
which spends millions every year on military and economic aid to the Salvadoran government, has a
"moral obligation" to help those displaced by the war. "It really troubles me that the administration
has got its back up on this thing." On the DeConcini side is a coalition of the American Civil
Liberties Union, church, labor and Central American refugee rights groups. Their opponents consist
of the Reagan administration, outspoken Republican senators, and the conservative, well-financed
Federation for American Immigration Reform. Duke Austen, a spokesperson for the Immigration
and Naturalization Service (INS) said 906 applications for asylum were granted to Salvadorans in the
1982-87 period, while 21,250 applications were denied. In the 1980-87 period, he said, Nicaraguans
were granted asylum in 5,937 cases, and denied asylum in 30,588 cases. He noted that the application
procedure is only one step in the process: a recent check showed 70% of all persons denied asylum
were still in the US two years later. For instance, Austen said, nearly 114,000 Salvadorans have
been apprehended by INS agents from 1980 to 1986, while only 48,209 have been deported. Refugee
assistance groups say 4% of Salvadoran asylum applications are approved nationwide each year,
compared with 60% for Iranians, 35% for Poles and 20% for Nicaraguans. The latter figure, they
say, has jumped to 88% in the last six months. Sylvia Rosales, executive director of the Central
American Refugee Center in Washington DC, said, "The immigration law is driving Salvadorans
further underground and creating an underclass in this country that is not willing to go away."
The Moakley-DeConcini bill, she said, would provide a temporary solution, allow Salvadorans
to get work permits and "enable some of them to go and ask for their rights whenever there are
abuses." Arlene Gillespi, head of the DC Office of Latino Affairs, prior to the new immigration
law, "large numbers of undocumented aliens were providing for themselves and their families.
Now, those who can't qualify for amnesty are left out there hanging on their own." Roger Conner,
director of the Federation for American Immigration Reform, said the US must have an immigration
policy based on the country's long-term interests, including the impact on the economy and
natural resources. Citing the example of Polish refugees, he warns that Salvadorans who are given
temporary residency will likely receive permanent residency later. According to Conner, "The
trouble is there are a billion people living in countries where they are an ethnic or racial minority in
a country that practices torture...El Salvador is vastly safer than Lebanon." Wade Henderson of the
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ACLU told the Washington Post that Conner's group is "fearful of diversity. They think every new
person gulps down a bucket of their air." (Basic data from Washington Post, 03/04/88)
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